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assist The Conservation
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Understanding
Community Power Structures

What is power
In a community?

Power inacommunity isthe ability to affect
the decisionmaking process and the use of
resources, both public and private, withina
community or watershed group. Poweris
simply the capacity to bring about change. It
istheenergy that getsthingsdone. All levels
of The Conservation Partnership needto
know about community power structuresin
order to more effectively implement and
maintainlocally led conservation

initiatives. A community canbedefinedasa
watershed, region, town, county, or other
geographic or geopolitical boundary.

Examining the concept of power involves
looking at the sources and structuresthat
influenceloca

communitiesand exploring therelaionships
that shape cooperative efforts. The conser-
vationist who hasabasic understanding of
social power and who canidentify the power
actorsinacommunity can enhancethe
opportunity for successin conservation
initiatives.

Power is Not
a “Dirty” Word

Often when people identify
words they associate with
power, negative responses
dominate. Power is seen as
manipulative, coercive, and
destructive. A once-popular
idea was that a few key people
used power to block changes
that benefited others, and that
“nice” people stayed away
from power. Attention
focused on the idea of power
over people. Increasingly,
the concept of shared power
is being recognized as repre-
senting a more sustainable
and effective approach.
Power, used in implementing
locally led conservation,
should be viewed as the
ability of citizens and civic
leaders to bring together
diverse community members
in initiatives that lead to real,
measurable change in the
lives of their community.
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Why should you
use this information?

A conservationist’sability toidentify and understand
the power structuresin awatershed group or
community and therelationshipsamong the people
that fortify themwill significantly contributetothe
achievement of conservation gods.

Asyou encounter issuesthat routinely challenge
organizations, agencies, communities, regions, or
states, it isimportant to ask questionssuch as:

*  Who seems the most powerful in this
situation and why?

* What are the influences that might
change the power structure in a group?

» What type of power do you and others
working with you bring to the situation?

What are the sources
of community power?

Power can come from a variety of places. The
following sources of power are not mutually exclusive
and can be most effective when used in some
combination. Conservationistswho learn to recognize
the power base(s) of akey leader or a community
group can maximize the benefit that the power base
can offer.

e Connections - the ability to network and build
useful relationshipswith other powerful individuals
and organizations. For example, occasionally one
hears the expression, “ S/he’sreally well connected.

e Large numbers of people - provide evidence
of support for anidea. A recent increase in member-
ship of awatershed group, for example, could have
an impact on a county commissioner.

* Rewards - theahility to giverecognition, visibility,
money, or other tangibleitems. For example, an
agency, acommunity foundation, county commission,
or financially powerful individual or business may
have monies or other assets that can be distributed to

CONNECTIONS

“Socia networks have value — is the core idea of
social capital theory. Just as a screwdriver (physi-
cal capital) or acollege education (human capital)
can increase productivity (both individual and
collective), so too social contacts affect the pro-
ductivity of individuals and groups.

Whereas physical capital refersto physical objects
and human capital refersto properties of individu-
as, social capital refersto connections among
individuals — social networks and the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthinessthat arisefrom them.
Inthat sense social capital isclosely related to what
some have called “civic virtue.” The differenceis
that “social capital” calls attention to the fact that
civic virtue is most powerful when embedded in a
dense network of reciprocal social relations. A
society of many virtuousbut isolated individualsis
not necessarily rich in social capital.”

Robert D. Putnam Bowling Alone, 2001

aconservation initiative that meetstheir mission or
priorities.

e Personal traits - an individual’s charisma,
creativity, charm, leadership abilities or some combi-
nation of these characteristics can foster the respect
and loyalty of others.

e L egitimate power - the position (office, title) of
the leader. Usually, the higher the office, the more
powerful the person. The city manager, for example,
holds a higher position and has more power than the
city engineer. Or, the chief of an American Indian
tribe hastraditional and |egitimate power.

e Expertise - knowledge, skill, and talent, combined
with respect for the skill. A district conservationist
can bring valuable skillsto aconservationinitiative.

e Information - the ability to channel - or withhold -
information. The mass media has this type of power.
e Coercion - the attempt to influence others using a
negative style, such as using intimidation or manipula
tion. This contributed to the concept of power as a
“dirty word” and is now less accepted.
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Who are the people
with power?

Socid systemsof al types- communities, political
parties, etc. - have certain people or groups of
peoplewho control decisionmaking functions.
These people can be called key |eaders of power
actors.

Eventhe most distressed community hassome
businessactivity. Inaddition, thereisacombination
of public and nonprofit ingtitutions such asschools,
parks, libraries, police stations, social service
agencies, community colleges, and hospitals. These
groups can and do influence the changesmadein the
community. Power actorsor key leadersarethe
individual swho direct these organizations, either
formdly orinformaly.

When community socia action projectsinitiated by
change agents (conservationists, public action
groups, etc.) fail, it isoften becausethey did not
recognize and/or gppropriately involvekey peoplein
the community or thecommunity at large. An
individua concerned with one segment of the
community, such asagriculture, may not know the
key peoplein other segmentsof thecommunity. The
key peopleinvolvedin community decisonmaking
canvary depending ontheissue.

K ey people—power actors—are aware of and value
their position. Most will work hardto keepit. They
dothisby either supporting or opposing projects
and by providing or denying resources.

Thekey leaders position often dependson:

*What the proposal involves
*When they wereinformed

* How they wereinformed
*Whoinformedthem

How do individuals get
power in a community?

Authority isthepower held by apersoninan

el ected or appointed “office.” No matter who holds
theofficetheauthority isthe same, unlessthelaw
changes. Presidentsof the United Stateshave had
thesameauthority but havedifferedintheir focus
andtheir persona influence.

I nfluenceisthe power that resideswith anindi-
vidual or an organization based on aperson’s
perception of their competenceand ability. Their
influencemay bebased on their skillsinguiding and
directing people, their speciaized knowledge, their
reputation, or their control of and/or accessto
money and resources(e.g., credit and jobs).

Thosewith themost power inacommunity havethat
power primarily because of their influence, not just
their positionsof authority, sowemust find waysto
identify power actorsthat do not depend onftitles
and officesaone.

Inmaost communities, thefollowing characteristics
aremost oftenidentified asabasisfor influenceand

power:

* past achievements ¢ source of ideas ¢ human
relations skills ¢ contact with others (in and
outside of the community) ¢ access to needed
resources ¢ influence within community organiza-
tions ¢ past participation in community groupse
length of residence in the community ¢ occupation
* education ¢ control of jobs, wealth, credit, and
mass media

Control of credit or jobsmay involveloca busi-
nesses such asbanks, manufacturing plants, and the
media. Evidencesuggeststhat the control of credit,
money, jobs, and massmediaisvery important
when combined with other bases of influence.
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What Is a Power Structure?

A power structureinacommunity or watershed group iskey leaders (power actors) acting together to
affect what getsdoneand how it getsdone. However, the nature of therelationshipsamong theindividual
power actorscan vary from one community to another.

Some communities have apower structure centered on one personwhois
surrounded by “ lieutenants.”

Other communitieshaveasmal, tightly knit group —the power dlite—that
controlspolicy-making for the community.

Another structureisthe” split community.” Examplesinclude Republican-
Democrat, Protestant-Catholic, liberal-conservative, [abor-management,
rural-urban, and others.

The* power pool” involvesacombination of al three. Essentialy, thereisa
“pool” of 10to 25 peoplewho are the top community power actors.

In some communities, tradition or eldersarethe powerful members.

Findly, someculturaly diversecommunitiesbasetheir power amost totaly
on democratic principlesand unanimity.

The" power pool” may bethe most common kind of power structure. The other structuresare specia
casesfound in communitieswith unique characteristics. The*power pool” hasat |east thefollowing
implicationsfor conservationistsand other change agents:

1.

The same power actorsmay not berelevant to every issue, so eachissue
needsto identify appropriate power actors.

Therearecommunication networkswithinthe pool. A discussonwith one
or more power actorsprovidesanindirect method for communicating a
messageto several other power actors. It aso providesameansfor
communi cating to other peopleinthe community.

Membersof the power pool changeover time. Inaddition, the power of
oneindividua relativeto another may change, so the assessment of power
actors cannot be viewed asaone-timetask.
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What Are Informal and
Formal Power Structures?

Therearetwo kindsof power structures. formal and

informal. Theformal power structureiseasily
recognized and includes el ected and appointed
government officialsand leadersof civic organiza-
tions. Theinformal power structure, which exists
together withtheformal power structure, isharder
toidentify and may hold agreater influenceover a
community’ sdevel opment.

Four methods have been developed that will help
conservationists identify the community’s formal

and informal power structures.

1. Positional method - This
method merely involvesmaking alist
of key government and civicleaders.
Itisasimple, but flawed, approach.
It presumesthat peopleinofficia
positionsactual ly execute power,
and it does not recognizethose
power actorswho work behind the
scenes and operate on the base of
persond influence.

2. Reputational method - Ask
knowledgeablecitizenstolist the
most influentia peopleinthe
community or watershed. Thesame
names should reappear on several
lists. Peopletointerview should
include chamber of commerce
executives, city managers, utility
managers, mediaexecutives,
economic devel opers, and business
executives, among others.
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3. Decisionmaking method —
Study thehistory of community
decisonmaking to determinethe
power actorswho actively partici-
patein community actions. Sources
of informationincludemesting
minutes, pressreports, and partici-
pantinterviews. Itispossibleto
determine membersof agenera
power structure using thismethod,
and whether specialized power
Sructuresexist that dedl withsingle
iSsues.

4. Social Participation
method - Develop alist of active
participants (officers, committee
chairs, etc.) involuntary associa-
tions. Thismethod assumesthat
activigsin organizationswill bethe
samepeoplewho areactivein
community decisonmaking. This
method isuseful when determining
future community leaderswho are
working their way up through
volunteer participation.

For more information on identifying the key
leadersin a community, refer to the Social
Sciences Institute’s People, Partnerships, and
Communities series, Issue 43, “ Working With
Community Leaders.”
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How Do You Put It to Work?

Successful implementation of natural resource goal s cannot succeed without the active participation of the

community power structure. By working together, everyone can benefit.

Thefollowingisasummary of the stepsto takewhen ng power structuresand identifying key leaders

inacommunity or watershed group.

 ldentify the members of
both the formal and the
informal power structures

« Find theimportant

relationships. Which people
are persona friends? Who are
adversaries, competitors, or antago-
nists? Who can effectively influence
others?

« Determine the kind of
power the key leaders
exer cise(refer tothe What are
the sources of community power?’
section). After determining what
bases of power the leader uses, you
can decide on an appropriate
approach to takewhen working for
or with them.

« Establish trust and gain
the confidence of key
leaders. Maintainafocuson
each other’ sbackgrounds, interests,
values, and priorities. A climate of
cooperation and trustisessential if a
group expectsthe change processto
sustain momentum.
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Learn what motivates each
member of the power

structure. Arethey motivated
by power, such aspower over
resources? Money? Dothey have
adesirefor recognition, suchas
wantingtorunfor public officeor
other high profile position? Dothey
haveastrong sense of socid re-
sponsbility? What causesare* hot
buttons’ for them?

Ask leaders for thar

counsel and advice. Obtain
the support of key leadersbefore
pursuing acourseof action. It will
makeyour job easier and the
project will have abetter chanceto
be successful.

Do not back key leaders
and power actorsinto a
corner. Alwaysprovideaface-
saving meansfor power actorsto
joinwiththeinitiative group despite
any initia oppogitionthey may have
expressed.
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Wheretolook for moreinformation:

o Chridip, DavidD. “The Collaborative L eadership Fieldbook.” San Francisco:
Joey-Bass Publishers, 2002.

o Chridip, DavidD., and Carl E. Larson. “Collaborative L eadership: How Citizens
and Civic Leaders Can MakeaDifference.” San Francisco: Joey-Bass Publishers,
1994.

0 Kretzmann, John, and John McKnight. “Building CommunitiesfromthelnsideOuit:
A Path Towards Finding and MobilizingA Community’sAssets.” Chicago: ACTA
Publications, 1993.

0 Michigan State University, Michigan State University Extension, and USDA NRCS
Socia Sciences|nstitute. “ Developing Your Skillsto INVOLVE COMMUNITIES
inImplementing Locally Led Conservation.” Module5, Power in Communities.
Grand Rapids, Michigan: Socia SciencesIngtitute, 1999.

o0 Powers, RonaldC. “Identifyingthe Community Power Structure.” North Central
Regional Extension, Publication 19. Ames, lowa: lowaState University of
Scienceand Technol ogy Cooperative Extension Service, November 1975.

0 Putnam, Robert D. “BowlingAlone.” New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001.

0 Shively, Robert W. “Community Power Structures.” Economic Devel opment
Review (Summer 1994): 13-15.

0 Socia Sciencesingtitute. “People, Partnerships, and Communities.” 1ssue43,
Working With Community Leaders. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Socia Sciences
Institute, October 1999.

0 Tolbert, Charlesetd. “Civic Community in Small-TownAmerica How Civic

W fareisInfluenced by Loca Capitdismand Civic Engagement.” Rural
Sociology 67, nol(March2002): 90-113.
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Establishment

TheNatural Resources
Conservation Service
established the Social Sciences
Institute (SSI) in October 1995
inorder tomorefully integrate
thesocia sciencesintoAgency
programsand activities. The
god istomoreeffectively serve
our rural and urban customers
and to increse adoption of
conservation.

Mission

The Socia SciencesIndtitute
integrates customer opinionand
field work with science based
anaysisto discover how the
social and economic aspects of
human behavior can beapplied
to natural resource conservation
programs, policies, and
activities

Vision

The Socid SciencesIngtitute
will bearecognized leader in
developing andtrandferring
practical socia sciences
technology toassistinthe
productive, equitable, and
environmentaly sound use of
our global natural resources.

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits
discrimination in al its programs and activities on
the basis of race, color, national origin, sex,
religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual
orientation, or marital or family status. (Not all
prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons
with disabilities who require alternative means for
communication of program information (Braille,
large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact
USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice
and TDD).

To fileacomplaint of discrimination, write USDA,
Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W,
Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Avenue,
SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410 or call (202)

720-5964 (voice and TDD). USDA is an equal
opportunity provider and employer.
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